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could be used lo create jobs, improve 
education and training, and stimulate 
economic opportunities. This was the 
conclusion of the National Urban 
League in its 1978 study, "Strategics 
for Control ling Crime, 1 ' which staled 
that "the lop priority of the federal 
governments agenda to deal with the 
crime problem should be a national 
policy of full employment/* 

Instead, the social policies of the 
past decade have reflected a consis- 
tent choice to abandon poor commu- 
nities, especially communities of 
color, to increasing economic dislo- 
cation and the inevitable growth of 
criminal activity. As a result, our 
society is polarized further and fur- 
ther — nol only into the haves and the 
have-nots, but also into the incar- 
cerators and the incarcerated. 

Meanwhile, African- Americans and 
other people of color are stigmatized 



as criminals and drug addicts, through 
media images that subtly (and noi-so- 
subtly) mask the equal participation 
of whites in the culture of addiction, 
crime, and violence. The deepening 
polarization of society thus becomes 
a sclf-pcrpctualing cycle — in which 
the image of the criminal "under- 
class" is used to garner support for 
die very policies that contribute to 
the destruction of poor urban com- 
munities. 

Prisons do not protect society from 
crime. Instead, ihey avoid the far 
more challenging solution of eco- 
nomic justice by reinforcing patterns 
of economic and social inequality. It 
is only by discouraging reliance on 
incarceration that we can seek hu- 
mane and democratic ways to make 
our communities healthy, productive, 
and, most of all, safe places lo live. 



Introduction 



When I moved lo Philadelphia 
in 1981, I was aware thai 
among the city's historical claims lo 
fame was its designation as the 
"cradle or the penitentiary." Al- 
though the building is no longer 
standing, what generally is regarded 
as iltc first "penitentiary house" was 
put into use 200 years ago, in 1790. 
Constructed on the grounds or the 
former Walnut Street Jail, it was a 
building devoted lo the solitary 
confinement of convicted felons. The 
rhetoric of lhal era was that convicts 
should be kept away from evil 
influences in ihc environment, to 
reflect on their sins and become 
penitent. 

The founding of ihe penitentiary 
was a key cvcnl in the long aitd 
troubled history of Ihc U.S. prison 
system— a system that now is univer- 
sally agreed lo be in crisis. Not long 
after settling in Pennsylvania, I was 
asked lo serve on a sialcwidc task 
force lo address the severe and 
worsening crowding that was occur- 
ring in prisons and jails throughout 
the Commonwealth. Despite the pres- 
ence of a distinguished array of 



criminal justice cxpcris and stale and 
local officials, Ihc scope of ilie I ask 
force's deliberations was confined 
lo a very narrow range. Il was made 
quile clear thai we were lo accept as 
given ihc policies and practices thai 
had helped push prison and jail 
populations to higher and higher 
levels. Questions about ihc long 
term, about what the prison system 
was accomplishing and where il was 
leading us, were not addressed. 

Across the country loday. similar 
committees arc meeting to consider 
how to cope with the dramatically 
increasing prison and jail population. 
Most often such groups restrict llieir 
focus lo the immediate crisis. As a 
result, they loo fail lo lake a haul 
look al the social forces underlying 
current trends — or the likely results 
of continuing on the same course. 

Il is increasingly clear lhal these 
issues arc far too important lo he left 
in the hands of the small set of 
officials and administrators who now 
arc deliberating aboul them. A fur 
broader group of people needs to 
become involved, especially repre- 
sentatives of (hose who are most 
affcclcd by prisons — poor commtini- 
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tics and communities of color. As a 
society, we are in urgent need ol 
vigorous and creative dialogue about 
the problems of crime and public 
safely and die uses and impact of the 
prison system. 

This book In on I he economic role 
ol the prison system is offered as a 
contribution lo lltal dialogue. It is one 
of many resources and activities 
being launched in 1990 by the 
American Friends Service Commit- 
tee, through its project, "200 Years 
of the Penitentiary: Breaking Chains, 
forging Justice." This project has 
been under lake n in response lo the 
rapidly spiraling increase in impris- 
onment and (be deeply troubling 
problems of crime, violence, and 
drug abuse affecting com muni lies of 
color throughout the United States. 
In a range of local and national 
forums, the project will bring to- 
gether leaders and activists from 
these and other communities to share 
Uicir experiences and perspectives 
and lo stuiegi/.e solutions lo the 
crisis. 

Hie development of this booklet 
reflects AFSC's firm conviction thai 
any effort lo examine die prison 
system must encompass the social, 
economic, and political context within 
which that system operates. It also 



reflects (he understanding thai the 
slated purposes of prisons are not the 
only functions they serve. 

For myself, 1 will never forget my 
reaction on first walking through the 
Baltimore City Jail on a hoi sum- 
mer's day. "This is a modern-day 
pooi house," 1 thought, "and it is a 
pooi house filled with young Black 
men." This and other encounters 
with prisons and prisoners have 
moved me to seek a belief under- 
standing of who goes lo prison and 
why, as well as of the effects of 
imprisonment, both on those con- 
fined and on the broader society. 

Throughout their 2(X)-year history, 
prisons have fulfilled a variety of 
unstated and olicn unconscionable 
functions. Such institutions always 
have done at once much more and 
much less lhan they are said to do. 
This booklet helps bring into the light 
some of the unacknowledged func- 
tions of prisons, inviting debate on 
their acceptability and encouraging 
exploration of more constructive al- 
ternatives. 



— M . Kay Harris 
Department of Criminal Justice 
Temple University 



Turning from Justice 






II is a bitter irony that the high cost 
of prisons cuts into the health, 
education, and welfare services needed 
by the very people who, lacking such 
supports, often end up in prison. The 
ultimate victims of these punitive 
policies arc the same poor communi- 
ties that have the most to fear from 
crime. 

Critics of the prison system argue 
dial prisons breed more violence, not 
less, when prisoners are returned to 
the outside world. Dr. Terry Kupcrs. 
a psychiatrist who has studied the 
effects of confinement, testified on 
litis theme at a recent hearing chal- 
lenging conditions at San Quenlin. 
People who are "denied human 
needs." he said, "such as adequate 
contact with loved ones, a decent 
private space to live in, some control 
over ihcir own environment, some 
productive outlet, and a chance to 
learn and grow become increasingly 
resentful. Fear, hostility, and confu- 
sion well up inside diem." 

Kupers's views arc echoed in the 
words of Larry Smith, a longtime 
prisoner in California, who has said, 
"Prison leaches you that violence 
not only works, but works quickly. 



People are manufactured into explo- 
sive machines and released without 
decompression. The explosion will 
come, bul not necessarily here. (Pris- 
oners) will explode— bul individu- 
ally, when they're oul in the commu- 
nity." ("Inside America's Prisons/' 
Pacific News Service, March 1984.) 
If one views the U.S. prison 
system as a reasonable response to 
lawbreaking, then crime, violence, 
and drugs seem like problems thai 
can never be solved. To gain a deeper 
understanding of the purpose of 
prisons, it is far more helpful lo 
analyze ihcm as a response to major 
recenl transformations of the U.S. 
economy: capital flight, the shift to 
a service sector economy, the de- 
population of the inner cities, an 
increasingly segmcnied labor force, 
the economic marginalization of 
communities of color, the rise in 
youth unemployment, and the de- 
funding of social services of every 
description. 

Crime could be fought by increas- 
ing the participation of poor commu- 
nities in education, social, and eco- 
nomic ins liiu lions. The money poured 
into maintaining the prison system 
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service arc becoming more roulinc. 
Restitution works best when the 
offender has the financial resources 
to pay for it, but it can also be part 
of a community service sentence. In 
such arrangements the offender may 
work directly for the victim or for a 
community agency that deducts resti- 
tution payments from the offender's 
wages. 

Every proposed alternative to incar- 
ceration, of course, should be exam- 
ined on its own merits. Some so- 
called alternatives merely have the 
effect of widening the net of the 
criminal justice system, bringing 
people under correctional control 
who formerly would have been left 
alone. In other cases, community- 
based alternatives have mainly bene- 
fited while, middle-class offenders, 
leaving prisons to be HI led by an 
ever-increasing percentage of poor 
people and people of color. 

Human rights activists and civil 
libertarians are particularly concerned 
with the growing popularity among 
corrections professionals of elec- 
tronic monitoring "bracelets" and 
"boot camps," also known as "shock 
incarceration." Electronic bracelets, 
which contain small transmitters, 
allow an offender to remain at home 
or at work while his or her move- 
ments are tracked electronically by 



local audiorilics. Critics ha/; noted 
that litis technology has the potential 
for extension beyond its current uses 
into government surveillance of po- 
litical activists and others. 
■ 

Shock incarceration programs oper- 
ate on the assumption that offenders 
need training in discipline in order 
to lead lawful lives. These programs- 
rely on harsh physical conditions, 
severe treatment, public humiliation, 
and militaristic group organization 
to coerce participants to change their 
behavior. Doth the "boot camps" ■ 
and electronic monitoring programs 
virtually ignore the needs of most 
offenders for literacy training, sub- 
stance abuse treatment, job skills 
development, housing, and job place- 
ment. Both arc coercive, offering 
offenders a shorter sentence in ex- 
change for participation. 

A thorough examination of all of 
these possibilities is beyond the 
scope of this pamphlet. The main 
point here is that in order for 
alternatives to work, prison expan- 
sion must cease. History has shown 
us repeatedly that as long as prisons 
arc built, they will be filled. Sanc- 
tions for criminal behavior that do 
not depend on warehousing hundreds 
of thousands of people will prevail 
only when warehousing is no longer 
available as an option. 
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In the contemporary United Slates, 
lew lopics arc more volatile than 
crime and the problem of how society 
should respond lo it. The fear of 
street crime leaves countless people 
trapped in their homes. Illegal drugs 
and the violence they engender are 
widely considered our society's rnosl 
serious problem. For politicians, nolh- 
ing spells ruin so quickly as being 
perceived as "soft on crime." 

In this atmosphere, a chorus of 
voices is demanding (hat the criminal 
justice system "gel lough" with 
offenders. More prisons, longer jail 
terms, fewer restraints on the actions 
or police and the courts: these arc the 
measures that are proposed lo make 
our streets safe and curb ihe violence 
in our daily lives. 

It is unfashionable in the extreme 
to question whether such policies 
will actually work. Those who do arc 
ortcn dismissed as fools, "bleeding 
hearts" who care more for criminals 
than for ihcir viclims. Yet the qucs- 
lions demand lo be asked. Taxpayers 
arc called upon to spend billions of 
dollars every year to build bigger 
prisons and lock up more and more 



of our fellow citizens. Is this money 

well spent? Whose pockets is it going 
inio? Will it bring just ice lo offenders 

or security to the law-abiding? 

These questions about money arc 
far from trivial. As a way of protect 
iug the public or stopping crime, ihe 
U.S. prison system can only be seen 
as it monumental mistake an insane 
juggernaut whose only rule is to keep 
growing. But when prisons are ana 
ly/ed as economic institutions in 
Icons of both their own structure and 
their function within ihe larger soci- 
ety — Ihcy begin lo make a giim kind 
of sense. 

Tliis pamphlet explores some of 
Ihe economic aspects of ihe prison 
system. It examines who goes lo 
prison and why— and how this re- 
lates to larger trends within ihe U.S. 
economy, li also takes a look ai ihe 
economics of (he prison irulusn y 
ilsclf. This approach can teach us a 
lot about what is wrong with our 
prisons. Most important, il can sug- 
gest some directions for more just 
and more effective- - solutions to ihe 
problems of crime and violence. 
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